recounts how Goldberger's achievements with pellagra garnered international recognition, including support for a Nobel Prize. Unfortunately, Goldberger died from cancer in January 1929, so his nomination was disqualified. Goldberger would have been a perfect companion to Christiaan Eijkman and Frederick G. Hopkins, who were selected for the Nobel Prize later that year for their work on vitamins. Kraut mourns the vacancy, the empty third slot in that 1929 Nobel Prize. A report of the archival records of the Nobel Committee's deliberations would have been a worthwhile addition to this book. That third slot should be declared a perpetual memorial to Goldberger, who, in 15 years of total commitment, uncovered the cause of pellagra and introduced successful prevention and a cure.
Goldberger was a model research leader, revered by his colleagues who shared in his achievements. The research accomplishments of Goldberger and his colleagues, some of whom later became medical leaders, touch many still-relevant issues: the effects of poverty on medical care and medical research, the role of politics in altering the course of new therapies, and the ethical challenges of research. Also relevant are rules for researchers performing experiments on themselves and the dangers of investigating infectious diseases. Goldberger survived yellow fever and dengue and almost died of typhus, which reminds one of the presentday dangers facing health care workers in contact with patients with dangerous diseases such as ebola and SARS. Finally, Kraut uses the letters between Goldberger and his wife to highlight the ever-relevant struggles of professional versus family demands, the recurrent pain of months of separation, and the stresses of family finances on a dedicated but underpaid public servant.
I also enjoyed following the story of the nine-year-old Goldberger as he emigrated with his family from a village at the fringes of the Austro-Hungarian Empire to New York's Lower East Side. There, good luck and hard work got him through City College of New York and the Bellevue Hospital Medical College. Kraut concludes that the economics and social isolation of solo medical practice led Goldberger to seek a US government post. Turned down by the Navy, he accepted a commission in the US Marine Hospital Service, which became the US Public Health Service in 1912. This book also recalls the multiple subtle and overt instances of antiSemitism that Goldberger endured, including the extreme prejudice practiced by the US Navy in the recruitment of officers. We are all indebted to the Navy for rejecting Goldberger and thus assuring his scientific and medical legacy.
Instead of a history of a plague, Kraut presents a role model. Because of that, I recommend this book to every health care professional in his or her formative years. Curriculum committees often overvalue facts and neglect role models. It would be easy to remove 313 pages from today's overstuffed medical curriculums and substitute this narrative of Goldberger's life.
